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MEMORANDUM BY THE CEIEP OP STAFF, US AIR FORCE 

for the 

SECRETARY OF DEFENSE 
on 

COURSES OF ACTION IN LAOS (U) 

2 May 1961 

1. It is my opinion that at this twelfth hour the maximum 
favorable military position that cm be obtained in Laos is 
a cease-fire on present lines. Therefore, current actions 
should be concentrated on forcing such a cease-fire. 

2. All military studies to date have indicated that the 
United States cannot win even a limited war in Southeast Asia 
if Communist China enters without the employment of nuclear 
weapons. 

3 . The mainland of Asia, against the almost unlimited 
manpower resources on that continent and with its long lines 
of communication, is a most unfavorable arena for the United 
States to fight a land war. 

4. The Intervention course of action highlights the 
following: 

a. Terrain unfavorable to western forces. US casualties 
from enemy action or disease may be high# 

b. The danger of escalation is considerable. 

c. The intervention of US forces in Laos is almost 
certain to provoke some clash of arms with Communist 
forces. Moreover, in my opinion, though not stated in 
the Department of Defense position, employment of large 
US forces in Southeast Asia is a maldeployment of our 
already thinly disposed forces in the Far East area. 

Should ve become Involved in Southeast Asia on the land 
with sizeable forces ve must give due consideration to 
partial or full mobilization. 





TOP SECRE T 


DECLASSIFIED 

E.0. 12958, Sec. 3.6 

_ J IM 


TOP g EKT» W> P *B* 



* 


l. 



J. 


E gJMSjaSI MI 


5. Assuming the political objectives stated and a decision 
to use military force, I consider the following military 
course of action preferable to either contained in the basic 


paper* 

a. Through the British, inform the Soviet Union and 
Communist China that the United States has set a deadline 
of 48 hours to obtain a satisfactory cease-fire and that 
if such is not obtained the US reserves the right to act. 
State clearly (and publicly at proper time) US limited 
objective — an essential element of limited war. 

b. Upon expiration of 48 hours, if cease-fire has not 
been obtained I would employ airpover initially and 
immediately against Communist supply centers and military 
control centers in Laos, utilizing carrier-based aircraft, 
the B-26 s in Thailand, deploy and strike with F-lOOs from 
Thailand. There would be no US combat land forces in 
Southeast Asia at this time. 

6. Should these actions fail to bring about a cease-fire 
I would then threaten Hsnoi and South China with naval and 
air forces. I would activate the Chinese Nationalists to 
indicate a threat to the Chinese mainland. I would increase 
the state of readiness of the Continental Air Defense Command, 
the Strategic air forces, and others. 

7. If these actions fail to bring about a cease-fire I 
would actually strike Hanoi. 

8. This action is most likely to involve the United States 
in war with China. I believe that war with China is inevitable 
if we are determined to take decisive action in Southeast 
Asia, and I would seize the initiative, all the while bearing 
in mind that a cease-fire might be obtained short of all but 
the first stated action. Failure to recognize the vital 
importance of knocking out primary sources of supply was, 

in my opinion, responsible for our failure in Korea. 
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9. I would in any case be most reluctant to commit US land 
forces to the mainland of Asia, except such token forces as 
may be necessary for deterrence, morale, and assistance In 
Thailand and South Vietnam, 
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MILITARY EFFECTS OF 
NO MILITARY ACTION IN LAOS 

Short of US military action in Southeast Asia it can 
be expected that the Communists will not vacate any areas in 
Laos which they now possess, and there is a strong possibility 
that Luang Prabang and Vientiane will fall to the Communist 
forces before an effective cease fire is imposed. From the 
Communist held areas of Northern Laos, Communist influence 
and control can be expected to extend progressively over all 
of Laos through subversion and related actions. The short 
term effects of a decision to take no military action in 
Southeast Asia would: 

Result in the loss of Laos to Communist control; 

Almost certainly incline the Thai toward accommodation 
to Communist power; 

Cause Cambodia to declare its "neutrality" and appeal 
to the Bloc for protection; 

Vitally threaten South Vietnam* s independence, wherein 
the Communist threat has already reached serious 
proportions ; 

Place SEATO in Jeopardy and seriously weaken the 
alliance. Article IV, paragraphs 1 and 2, of the Manila 
Pact states: 

"1. Each Party recognizes that aggression by 

n means of armed attack in the Treaty Area against any 

of the parties or against any State or territory 
* os 

■ o j which the Parties by unanimous agreement may hereafter 

designate, would endanger its own peace and safety, 

>2 and agrees that it will in th^t event act to meet the 

O 

common danger in accordance with its constitutional 

processes. Measures taken under this paragraph shall 

be immediately reported to the Security Council of 


the United Nations. 
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”2. If, in the opinion of any of the Parties, the 
inviolability or the integrity of the territory or 
the sovereignty of political independence of any Party 
in the Treaty Area or of any other State or territory 
to which the provisions of paragraph 1 of this Article 
from time te time apply is threatened in any way other 
than by armed attack or is affected or threatened by 
any fact or situation which might endanger the peace 
of the area, the ?a?'vies shall consult immediately in 
order to agree on the measures which should be taken 
for the common defence.” 

If any of the SEATO nations or the Protocol States 
slip behind the Ire a Our tain, the Manila Pact is a dead 
letter, and 

Cause the countries of the Free World to lose 
faith in United States willingness to meet military 
commitments. The longer term effects (over the next 
5 or 6 years) *f a decision to take no military action 
in Southeast Asia would: 

a. Almost certainly result in the loss of all 
mainland Southeast Asia to Communist domination. 

b. Result in a collapse of the SEATO alliance. 

c. Cause weakening effects to be felt in CENTO 
and NATO in that such countries as Pakistan, Iran, 
and Turkey would lose confidence in the will and 
ability of the United States to meet its treaty 
obligations when threatened by serious communist 
encroachment. 

d. Result in heavy Communist pressure being 
brought to bear on India, Burma and Indonesia causing 
these countries to move toward accommodation with 
the Bloc. 

e. Render a severe blow to United States prestige 

throughout all of Asia, which would suffer even among 

such friends as South Korea, Japan, the GRC (Taiwan), 

and the Philippines. * 
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THE MILITARY EFFECTS OF LOSS 
OF LAOS BUT DEFENSE OF THAILAND., 

SOUTH VIETNAM AND CAMBODIA 

1. US intervention in Thailand alone while securing that 
country, would expose US forces to Bloc outflanking maneuvers 
through Laos and South Vietnam. Similarly, US Intervention 
confined to South Vietnam would be vulnerable to a Communist 

attack via Laos and Combodia. 

2. Therefore, a requirement exists to position US ground 
forces simultaneously in both the Tourane area of South Vietnam 

and in Thailand. Further requirements .would exist to^ ^ p 

in 

with Vietnamese defensive positions south of the 17th parallel, 
and to eliminate Viet Cong paramilitary capabilities south of 
this line in Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and Thailand. DRV and/or 
CHICOM forces probably would not overtly attack US forces in 
either of these countries unless convinced that the US was 
preparing to attack Communist forces in Laos, China or the DRV. 

3. US forces required initially to protect Thailand and South 

Vietnam are as follows: 

Oo* 

Thailand (approximately OOt-OOO personnel) 

1 Army Brigade Task Force (approximately 10,000 
—i personnel) 

1 1 brigade headquarters 

> and. brigade troops 

i 1 Airborne battle group 

l 1 Battle group 

• *£ 1 Logistic Command 

‘2 1 Helicopter Company 

; d 1 Helicopter Company 

1 Mobile Air Strike Force (approximately 1,000 

personnel) 

* 2 Tactical Fighter Squadrons 

(Sidewinder equipped) 
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Vietnam (approximately 10,000 personnel) 

1 Marine Brigade Force 

1 Brigade Headquarters (Tourane) 

and brigade troops 

1 Marine regiment (Tourane) 

1 Marine Air Group (Tourane) 

Supporting elements (Tourane) 

Naval Forces from the Seventh Fleet are available for support 

as required. 

4 . The short term results of an effective defense of 
Thailand and South Vietnam would also serve to secure Cambodia. 
Security could be maintained over all three so long as United 
States forces were retained as envisaged above. The future of 
these countries over the longer term of several years, if United 
States forces were withdrawn, would depend upon how effective 
the security systems in Thailand and South Vietnam had become 
in the interim, and the effectiveness of continued United States 
logistic and training support to those forces. If the United 
States continued to secure Thailand and South Vietnam until 
adequate counterinsurgency forces were generated, and continued 
effective support to them thereafter, the chances of maintaining 
the remainder of Southeast asia outside the Communist orbit are 
better than even. 
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MILITARY IMPLICATIONS OP INTERVENTION IN LAOS 

1. The location, terrain, climate and lack of communications 
in Laos are such as to make this area one of the least desir- 
able in the world for US military action- However, if the 
decision is made to intervene in Laos successful military 
operations can be conducted subject to the following military 
implications. 

2. The United S bates should intervene with a SEATO or multi- 
national force rather than a US unilateral force. The principle 
advantage of this would lie in the political and psychological 
area rather than the strictly military field. The principle 
advantages would be: 

a. Asians (Philippines, Vietnamese, Thais and Pakistani) 

would be fighting Asians. 

b. Fewer US forces would be required. 

* 

The disadvantages would be in the command and control and the 
logistic support of these forces. Non-US forces are not 
organized, trained or equipped for effective operations with 
US forces. The logistic support for non-US forces imposed 
upon the United States would be at the expense of US forces 
or equipment. 

3. The occupation and defense of Vietiane is desirable to 
preserve the seat of government and symbol of national power 
under friendly control, to retain more of the Mekong Valley, 
thus affording increased protection to Thailand, and to retain 
the largest city in Laos and the prestige occuring therefrom. 
Defense of the panhandle alone, while more feasible militarily, 
would deprive Laos of its national unity. However, from a mili- 
tary viewpoint, the defense of Laos south of the Ca Dinh River 
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4. The military plan for intervention in Laos will be based 
on SEATO MPO Plan 5/60 in order to obtain the maximum multi- 
national participation. With this plan as a basis, the 
following paragraphs present an outline to be followed if 
intervention is decided upon: 

a. Mission . The mission is to assist the RLG to counter 
Communist insurgency so a 3 to establic?i conditions in which 
it can resolve its problems and maintain the security and 
independence of Laos. 

b. Forces . Under the SEATO plan, as later modified by 
CINCPAC, and agreed to by the majority of the other military 

_ « t . __ _ i_ A _ _ _ * ^ 


advisors, the combat forces in Laosf would be: 

US 5000 (2 BLT, Composite MAG and 

Hq elements) 


Thai 

Commonwealth 


Paki 


TOTAL 


1800 (2 Bns) 

4400 (3 Bns) 

2000 (1 Bn, reinforced) 
13200 


Combat forces in Thailand would be: 


• Thai 


2250 (Mobile Air StAke Force and 
Airborne battle group, which 
may be retained initially in 
the Philippines) 

1600 (RCT less 2 Bns, 1 Ranger Co.) 


« General Reserve 10000 (Paid, French and Commonwealth 

forces to be deployed on call) 


TOTAL 


13850 


•e. Initial Objectives. Under the SEATO Plan, Vientiane 


and Seno are occupied initially, with Luang Prabang, Xieng 
Khouang including the Plaine des Jarre s, Thakhek, Savannakhet 
and Pakse as secondary objectives to be occupied when 
directed. Vientiane, as the largest city and the 
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objective in Laos. If the decision is made to occupy the 
panhandle of Laos only, the follovjing areas which are under 
friendly control should be occupied initially: 


Seno 


Paksane 

Thanlchek 


Savannalchet 

Falcse 


As there are a total of eight battalions of combat troops 
entering Laos, there ct.i opread out to occupy all these 
areas. The Thai and U3 forces will be among the first to 
arrive and should occupy Paksane, Thakhek, Savannalchet 
and Pakse, with a battalion each, leaving Seno for the 
Commonwealth forces. •>? -distribution of forces can be 
made as the threat becomes apparent. 

d. Type of Operations . Short of overt Viet Minh/ 

Chinese Communist intervention, whihc is covered below, 
the forces employed in Laos would occupy and secure areas 
listed above together with airfields and Mekong River 
crossings in their vicinity. They would take counter- 
guerrilla action as necessary to protect lines of communica- 
tion, would prevent harassing action against their 
positions, and would defeat any organized force attacking 
their positions. Additionally, the force would be used 
to train the FAL, provide the FAL with logistic support, 
advise the FAL regarding counter-insurgency operations 
and provide other support as authorized and required. 
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(1) Supporting logistic fcrceg required would 
approximate 10,500^personneJ, including 1,800 personnel 
to augment the internal supply distribution system of 
the FAL. Requirements for all forces will approximate 
1,100 short tons per day which is well within the LOG 
capability. If combat forces are deployed into 
Paksane, Thakhek, Savannakhet, Seno and Pakse, 
rather than into only '/Ictisne and Seno, the require- 


ment for engineer support would increase significantly. 
In- order to maintain the required L0C tonnage capability 
into the panhandle area of Laos, 2,400 engineer support 
personnel, in addition to the 10,500 mentioned above, 
would be required with a corresponding LOC increase 
of 50 short tons per day. 

(2) Logistic limitations which affect military 
operation in Laos stem from the lack of developed 
routes of communications, terminal facilities, 
and transportation means, coupled with 
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the type of terrain existing in Laos. Due to the non-exis 
tence of railroads in Laos and the low capacity of bridges 


ferries and roads, movement of troops ,-^materlal and equip* 


w cai 
,^ma1 


ment is restricted in most cas< 


transport, pack 


animal, or foot/ Air transport is restricted by the capa- 


■ 

• - 

bility of the airfields within k Laos. ! ^ Primitive conditions 





will affect the health of US ..troops- They might suffer 
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Hff>^Viii.'^h°8pitalization ratee approaching a tho usand per thousan d 


. per annum or higher* (Korean operation rates averaged 600 

•- * • . ' * ' 

: ' f ,* per 1,000 per annum, j 
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(3) As a result of these conditions, the following 
limitations are set forth as being the most significant: 

^a. Within Laos: 

/ (i) Weapons restricted by size and weight limita- 

V tions to 105 ram howitzer towed by a 3/^ ton weapon 
] carrier or smaller. 

j (ii) Troop movements restricted to transportation 

( by helicopter, C-130 aircraft or smaller, light 

* \ 

\ personnel carrier, or by foot. 

/ (iii) Resupply restricted to helicopter, C-130 air- 
/ craft or smaller, aerial delivery, light personnel 
\ carrier, pack animal or by foot, 
b,. Within Southeast Asia: 

(i) The maximum number of C-124/C-130 sorties per 
GOOD WEATHER DAY that can be flown into the airfields 
.. in implementing SEATO Plan 5/60 or augmenting other 
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plan is as follows: 


Field 

Udorn 


Khorat 


Sorties 


Don Muang 144 
Seno 60 


V 


Field 

Ubon 

Thakhli 

■"Vientiane 

Saigon 


Sorties 


Tourane 
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Vietnara/CHICOM intervention. Despite the force capabilities 
of the North Vietnamese and CHICOMs geographic factors would 
definitely limit effective employment of North Vietnamese/ 


CHICOM forces aS follows: 


l 


a. One North Vietnamese division each could reinforce 
in Phong Saly, Sam Neua, Xieng Khouang, Khammouane or 
Savannahket province within 4 days by road. More rapid 


deployment of light elements could be accomplished by 


airlift . 


Tb. One additional Infantry Division could move into 


Xieng Khouang province within 8 days; a third within 12 


days. Further reinforcement before 30 days is considered 


unlikely because of logistic limitations. 


£. No more than 2 Chinese Communist Infantry Divisions 


are likely to be initially employed into the northeast 


sector of Laos because of logistic limitations. 

m 


£ 


d. Chinese Communist Air Force participation would 
be limited by actual requirements end support airfield 

» 

capacities. 

(2) US reaction to a sizeable intervention of Viet Minh/ 
CHICOM forces would be to change the sceVie of primary 


military action from Laos to North Vietnam and possibly 
South China. This would correspond to Phases III and IV of 


CINCPAC OPLAN 32-59 and would involve US forces of the 


following magnitude. 

a. Phase III (North Vietnam aggression). 

# (i) One Corps of three division equivalents and 

supporting forces. U>ju^ 

(ii) Air Force forces of^one fighter interceptor 
squadron, one tactical fighter squadron, one tactical 
bomber squadron, one reconnaissance task force and 



supporting elements. 

£. Phase IV (CHICOM aggression) 

(i) One Corps of four division equivalents and 
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su^OiU-iig force*. 

(ii) Air Force forces as in Phase III. 

(iii) In both Phases II and IV, additional naval 
and air force forces would pro vide support from areas 
contiguous to Southeast Asia. In each phase, one . 
additional division eqxtivalent is available for 
commitment . 


i 



d. Additional Support Reauired 


(i) Sizeable Viet Minli intervention would require 
deployment of the bulk of the combat -ready forces 
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ment for partial mobilization in order to reconsti- 
tute a general reserve force. CHICOM intervention, 
if followed by US operations in South China, would 
require rapid mobilisation and deployment of reserve 
forces^ tp-iiiuHTCTB' mvu or jnuw divlwiuus 


(ii) Since the plan envisioned approaches the 
scope of thu- Korean conflict in the size of forces 
employed, it would be necessary ta^ctivate a 
portion of the war production base and to increase 
production ra^es for other items already in produc- 
tion. This would apply particularly to ammunition 
items . 

(iii) For the first six months, no reliance could 
be placed upon thi 3 production base for items of 
combat equipment that are not in production on D-Day. 
Some increase in the production rate could be 
achieved by the end of si;: months for items that 
are in production on D-Day. 

(iv) Emergency action would be necessary to lift 
financial restrictions and to provide unprogrammed 
funds for the costs of logistics actions which must 
be taken immediately, such as increased depot 
overtime, expedited procurement of items currently in 
short supply, and premium transportation. 

(v) To deploy these forces, it would be necessary 
to activate the Civil Reserve Air Fleet (CRAF) and 
obtain Presidential action to insure availability 
of adequate passenger and cargo sealift capability. 
Even with the activation of CRAF, there would 
probably be an airlift shortage in the first moth 


of hostilities. 
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